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Abstract
The relationship between pentecostal spirituality and counseling
remains underdeveloped. This article applies various aspects of
pentecostal theology and spirituality to counseling. After briefly
orienting readers to pentecostalism and defining pentecostal
spirituality, the authors identify five elements of pentecostal
spirituality that illumine the way pentecostal clinicians think about
and practice counseling and therapy: a pneumatological
imagination,
narrative
structures,
counselor
affections
(dispositions), Spirit empowerment, and Spirit-directed change.

Introduction
Several perspectives characterize the literature on spirituality in counseling. On the
one hand are articles that develop specific strategies (e.g., Richards, Hardman, &
Berrett [2007] on the use of theistic spirituality for women with eating disorders),
while on the other hand are various proposals for looking at spirituality in
counseling through specific “lenses” (e.g., Jankowski [2002] on the use of
postmodern spirituality in counseling, and O’Hanlon [2015] on using a solutionoriented spirituality). In assessing the various lenses through which spirituality in
counseling is viewed, Strawn and Wright (2014) argue that all clinical work is
contextualized by specific traditions both psychologically and theologically; thus,
the Christian clinician’s practice in actuality is informed and guided by a specific
Christian tradition rather than some generic Christianity (see McMinn [2011] on
using a specifically Christian spirituality for counseling). In this regard, Johnson,
Worthington, Hook, and Aten (2013) note that “a formal Pentecostal/charismatic
model of psychotherapy has not been developed yet” (p. 339). This article seeks to
identify and articulate the contours of a pentecostal perspective of Christian
7
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spirituality and how this shapes pentecostal counselors’ approach to the counseling
endeavor.
After a brief overview of pentecostalism and pentecostal spirituality, we
propose five elements of pentecostal spirituality derived from interaction with
recent pentecostal scholarship that we suggest inform the praxis of pentecostal
counselors in significant ways: a pneumatological imagination, narrative structures,
counselor affections, Spirit empowerment, and Spirit-directed change.

Pentecostal Spirituality
Writing in the forward to Lee and Poloma (2009), Post identifies that 36% of all
adults attending a protestant church in the United States, and one-third of all
Catholics, consider themselves to be pentecostal by virtue of their adherence “to a
pentecostal worldview in which the Holy Spirit is deemed an active force in daily
life” (p. i). Thus, unless indicating a specific religious denomination, we use the
lowercase pentecostal to refer to the diversity of people who “are radically open to
the continued operations of the Spirit,'' (Smith, 2010, p. xvii) no matter the group
in which they worship. As Anderson (2007) notes, “despite the diversity of
pentecostal expressions, the emphasis on divine encounter is always there” (p. 188).
There have been limited efforts among pentecostal counselors to develop a
clinical approach derived from their tradition. Although some pentecostal
clinicians have begun to reflect theologically on their therapeutic tasks (e.g., see
Decker; 1996, 1997; French, 2019; McMahon, 2019; Parker, 2014, 2016;
Serrano, 2003; Vining, 1995, esp. 86-94), there remains a need for further
engagement between pentecostal clinicians and the broader work of pentecostal
theologians; particularly those who are the forefront of contributing a new wave of
pentecostal scholarship that engages theology and its tasks in dialogue with more
traditional theological categories (e.g., see Land, 1993; Macchia, 2006; Smith,
2010; Yong, 2002). Part of this new, explicit, pentecostal theological reflection
includes articulation of what a pentecostal spirituality looks like.
While the emphasis on a divine encounter lies at the heart of pentecostal
spirituality, it is perhaps more common for pentecostals to speak of the “practices”
that are central and formative to their spirituality (e.g., prayer, exuberant praise,
the laying on of hands). These beliefs, practices, sensibilities, and values, as named
by Albrecht and Howard (2014), enable pentecostal spirituality to be defined as
“as a way of perceiving, interacting, and behaving in the world” (Castelo, 2017, p.
21).
We follow another pattern of pentecostal spirituality adopted from French
(2017) who defines pentecostal spirituality as “a passionate, affective, and
particularly embodied practice of Christianity that is marked by a radical openness
to the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit” (p. 265; cf. Smith, 2010). She concludes
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that a Spirit-filled life—the lived religious experience that is pentecostal
spirituality—is predicated upon the fact that the indwelling Spirit actively
transforms a person into the image of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18) in order to express the
Spirit of God; the Holy Spirit. Using the works of pentecostal theologians Land
(1993), Smith (2010), Yong (2002) and others, this article identifies five aspects
of a pentecostal spirituality that inform pentecostal clinical practice. These five
elements of pentecostal spirituality are not presented in an order that implies
importance. We see all of them as interactive and reciprocal in their influence; they
all result from the deeply personal and passionate relationship with the Spirit of
God; the Holy Spirit.

How Pentecostal Spirituality Informs the Pentecostal Counselor
Extant literature suggests that Christian counselors unanimously believe—
although often understood tacitly—that the Holy Spirit is available to clients and
counselors to empower them for personal or spiritual growth or service, both in a
variety of ways as well as under specific conditions (Decker, 2002). What we
propose here is that what distinguishes pentecostal counselors from other Christian
counselors within the broader Christian counseling community are the
pneumatological assumptions that the pentecostal clinician maintains, and the
spirituality that those assumptions promote.

The Pneumatological Imagination
The imagination has been variously appropriated by theologians
(Brueggemann, 1978), ethicists (Fesmire, 2003), sociologists (Mills, 1959) and
social psychologists (Sweeney, 2018). For our purposes the definition from
Webster's online dictionary (n.d.) serves as a starting place. There, imagination is
defined as “the act or power of forming a mental image of something not present
to the senses or never before wholly perceived in reality.” Key to this definition is
the recognition that the product of the imagination is generated from within the
mind of a person rather than perceived from input from the external world.
In seeking to articulate a pentecostal perspective on the imagination, the work
of Amos Yong (2002) is helpful. The term pneumatological imagination indicates a
way of knowing that sees the human imagination as shaped and formed in
distinctive ways through the continued engagement of the Spirit. While
recognizing that the pneumatological imagination is one of many different epistic
frameworks, Yong stipulates that “knowing as a pneumatic process” arises “out of
the experience of the Spirit”; it is “mysteriously (and) graciously received as a gift
of the Spirit” (pp. 120-121).
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Another scholar of pentecostal spirituality, Smith (2010), considers the
pneumatological imagination to be a specific construal of the world, an implicit
understanding that constitutes a “take” on things (p. 79). As such, the
pneumatological imagination is central to a worldview that both includes as well
as transcends rational, intellectual, propositionally determined elements of
theology. It is a worldview that embraces what cannot be fully understood but that
is nonetheless real and capable of being experienced, and has indeed been
experienced, personally, as well as vicariously, especially through the narrative of
Scripture and personal testimony, where people have experienced healing,
deliverance, and personal transformation.
The influence of the pneumatological imagination on clinical practice may
be seen by noting that because of his or her pentecostal spirituality, the counselor
who counsels as a pentecostal has the opportunity to experience the dawning of a
new consciousness and a perception of reality in which the whole of the individual’s
being-in-the-world is interpreted through this pneumatological construal (e.g., see
Bridges Johns, 2010; Castelo, 2017; Cox, 1995; Lee et al., 2013; Smith, 2010;
Yong, 2002). This new perspective offers a new set of “glasses”—epistic and
hermeneutical lenses—through which to view the persons seeking counseling, the
situations and circumstances involved in the counseling endeavor, and indeed, the
counseling process itself. The pentecostal counselor’s distinctiveness is therefore to
experience the Holy Spirit as a collaborator in the provision of therapy in an
immediate, specific, and practical manner (e.g., see Vining & Decker, 1996;
French, 2017; Parker, 2016). In this regard, the Holy Spirit is thought to be “in,
through, and under” counseling theory, specific counseling approaches, and
interventions as the Spirit illumines, guides, and transforms the use of theory,
interventions, and specific approaches, into a truly trialogical encounter involving
the Spirit, the counselor, and the person(s) seeking counseling (Kim, 2010).
By way of example, Rennebohm and Thoburn (2017) integrate psychological
data with theological positions from the Christian tradition. Two theological
sources are of interest to Rennebohm and Thoburn: process theology, with its
articulation of God’s perpetual invitation to step from the past into the future, and
the pneumatology of Jürgen Moltmann (1992) who emphasizes the companionate,
indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit identified as the “Spirit-in-process” (p. 131).
For the counselor whose imagination has been pneumatologically transformed, the
Spirit “facilitates a kenotic meeting of client and clinician to form a working
alliance, foments an emotionally rich environment in which the necessary or
needed corrective emotional experience takes place, and serves as midwife to the
required, necessary changes” (Rennebohm & Thorburn, pp. 131, 133).
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Narrative Structures
The second aspect of a pentecostal spirituality that influences pentecostal clinical
practice is the narrative structures that inform pentecostals who counsel. This
element of pentecostal spirituality is central to the way pentecostals think about
themselves and their work in several ways. For instance, Spittler (1988) notes the
value of an oral tradition and Smith (2010) speaks of the development of an
affective narrative epistemology. Similarly, Land (1993) refers to the “pentecostal
narrative” whereby pentecostals participate in the story of God (p. 71); they expect
to speak to God and expect to speak to others through testimony and prophecy.
Although narrative structures that guide clinical practice are not unique to
pentecostals, the narratives themselves tend to be. This can be illustrated through
the use of a “testimony,” a central aspect of pentecostal spirituality. Testimonies
capture the dynamic sense that God is active and present in our world and in our
personal experience (Smith, 2010), and gives one opportunity to "re-story" one’s
life in empowering ways (Parker, 2016, p. 62). Cesar (2001) speaks of such
testimonies as “the invasion of reality by the magic of speech” that “simultaneously
allows one to ‘comprehend the world which has been created’ and to ‘foresee the
possibilities of creations which have not yet come to be’” (p. 31). In speaking of
the narrative structures that inform a pentecostal spirituality and pentecostal
clinical practice, there are two in particular that deserve more attention.

Prayer
According to Land (1993), part of the narrative structure of pentecostal prayer is
the notion that it involves three forms of prayer: prayer with words that are
understood, prayer without words, and prayer with words that are not understood
(pp. 171-172). Prayer with words that are understood is a form of prayer
pentecostals share with all Christian groups. The benefits of such prayers have oft
been noted (e.g., Johnson, 1999; Koonz, 2011; Loder & Neidhardt, 1992;
Worthington et al., 2013).
A particular form of such prayer found among pentecostals is often called
“praying through.” Praying through may be defined as creative praying (Dobbins,
2000). Koonz (2011) identifies praying through as a “prayer for the intimacy of
the Spirit that heals and transforms” (p. 152). The goal of praying through might
be described as the acquisition of a new narrative that allows one to participate in
a new story of movement toward personal wholeness (Decker, 2001; Dobbins,
2000). A new meaning of the self in relation to the world and God emerges. The
new order of meaning is able to alter or replace the old frame of reference and
reorder the elements of self-understanding. It should be noted that praying through
as a counseling intervention is most often used in conjunction with a local pastor,
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a specific “altar call” to come forward for prayer following a church service, or in
the privacy of one’s own home (Decker, 2001; Mathew, 2008).
Prayer without words is derived from Romans 8:26, “And the Holy Spirit
helps us in our distress. For we don’t even know what we should pray for, or how
we should pray. But the Holy Spirit prays for us with groanings [“Sighs” in some
biblical translations] that cannot be expressed in words” (New Living Translation,
1996). One way prayers without words may occur is through weeping, “to express
deep sorrow...by shedding tears” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). What is understood
about such prayers is that they are spoken to God and received by God;
furthermore, God is perceived to be present in these prayers which are understood
as occurring through the Spirit’s intercession. Pentecostals would affirm
McMartin’s (2015) comments that the Holy Spirit is the perfecting cause in (all
of) creation, and therefore “preserves, upholds, and provides for what the Spirit has
made” and that God “not only preserves life, but fills it up with enablement for a
robust form of existence” even in “in the midst of chaos” (p. 222).
Finally, prayers in words that cannot be understood is considered to be a
hallmark of pentecostal spirituality. Often called “speaking in tongues”, Land
(1993) characterizes the narrative structures that inform the way pentecostals think
about this form of prayer in the following way: it is “a form of prayer which is
especially edifying to the individual”; furthermore, such prayer affirms God’s
presence in the midst of God’s people (Macchia, 1992, 1993). Such assurance of
the Spirit’s presence in the world is thought to translate into hopefulness, courage,
confidence, and assurance of the Spirit’s work in the counseling context for those
counselors who practice as pentecostals. However, as French (2019) notes, this is
an aspect of Christian counseling that requires further development, particularly as
understood from lived experience. Decker found that student counselors-intraining in a pentecostal seminary counseling program subvocalized this kind of
prayer during the counseling session yet seemed to understand its meaning. For
example, “I did not know what to do except to silently pray in the Holy
Spirit...praying in the Holy Spirit helped,” and again, “I began to pray and asked
the Holy Spirit to give me the words to say. The words came to me (and I spoke
with assurance)” (personal communication, March 2, 2006).

Scripture
The second narrative structure that informs pentecostal spirituality concerns
Scripture. Consistent with all of Christianity, pentecostals believe the truth that
“all Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness” (New International Version, 2011, 2 Timothy 3:16).
Because Scripture is the word of God it can be used in explicit ways in counseling
with Christians who desire that their faith be part of the therapeutic process, by
both pentecostal and non-pentecostal counselors (Tan, 2011).
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Pentecostal narratives about Scripture tend toward a more dynamic reading
that takes the work of the Holy Spirit as not only inspiring the words but making
them come alive to contemporary readers. In the words of Yong (2002), current
pentecostal spirituality sees Scripture through the lenses of the pneumatological
imagination—reading Scripture through the “eyes” of the Spirit—so that the
general patterns and principles of the Spirit’s activity are revealed in the written
word through the meta-narratives of Scripture and the life and ministry of Jesus.
Of particular importance to pentecostals in this way of reading Scripture are the
life-changing experiences noted there. The narratives of the individuals who were
changed following the Pentecost event indicates to those counselors, who counsel
as pentecostals, that the Spirit can bring change to those who seek help, and that
change is often rooted in and inspired by the narratives of Scripture.

Counselor Affections
The third aspect of a pentecostal spirituality with implications for clinical work is
the “religious affections.” Pentecostal theologian Steven Land (1993) speaks of the
religious affections as more than emotions or mere feelings; affections are “abiding
dispositions” that holistically dispose a person (emotionally, cognitively, and
behaviorally) “toward God and the neighbor in ways appropriate to their source
and goal in God” (p. 136). Land's definition draws heavily from John Wesley, the
18th century English cleric, whose understanding of the affections has been
summarized by the Wesleyan scholar Maddox (1994) who notes that for Wesley,
“these dispositions, in true Christian action, are not inherent human possessions.
They emerge in conjunction with the empowering Presence of the Holy Spirit in
our lives” (p. 132).
In arguing that, when rightly understood, the affections become dispositions,
Land (1993) identifies three of these in particular as characteristic of pentecostal
spirituality: gratitude, compassion, and courage. Each of these dispositions has
implications for the pentecostal counselor, and they are consistent with two of the
empirically based principles of therapeutic change identified by Castonguay and
Beutler (2006). These include: participant factors—characteristics of the patient
or therapist that (a) exist solely with the person of the patient or therapist, and (b)
represent qualities that are manifest in life beyond psychotherapy, and relationship
factors—those general qualities of the therapeutic interaction and therapist’s
interpersonal relationship skills that serve to enhance, or impede, the process of
change or client improvement (p. 8).
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Gratitude
Gratitude is expressed in thanks and praise for the ongoing action of God in the
life of the pentecostal counselor and in the life of the person they are counseling.
It is expressed by way of testimony and praise, but it also is expressed “not only by
what is said, but also by what is done” (Land, 1993, p. 140). This is consistent
with the spiritual traits of grateful people identified by McCullough et al., (2002)
who found grateful people to be more spiritually inclined and to perform more
prosocial behaviors.
The disposition of gratitude in counseling by pentecostals is evident in other
ways as well, such as through expressions of thanksgiving to God for the
opportunity to use one’s talents and skills to assist others, or in helping one
persevere in difficult circumstances (French, 2019). Gratitude also shapes the
pentecostal counselor’s attitude toward clients both in being thankful to God for
the clients brought one’s way, and in being thankful for all that clients teach them
to be better helpers.

Godly Love & Compassion
Land (1993) notes that to speak about compassion is to mention that “the heart of
Pentecostal spirituality is love” (p. 176). Pentecostal theologian Frank Macchia
(2006) stipulates that “the outpouring of divine love acting upon us is the ultimate
description of Pentecost: ‘God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy
Spirit’” (New International Version, 1978, Romans 5:5) (p. 256). Pentecostals also
point to verses in the New Testament that remind us that the Holy Spirit was given
to prompt believers to remember all that Jesus taught (John 14:26); most notable,
to “love each other as I have loved you” (New International Version, 2011, John.
15:12).
Since Godly love does not remain within the person but flows out to others,
as “the heart of Pentecostal spirituality” this love “contributes to the compassionate
drive of Pentecostals toward the world” (Land, 1993, p. 176). Interesting in
this regard is research conducted by Sutton et al. (2014) who found, among a
student population (n=265) of a small midwestern university affiliated with a
pentecostal denomination, that “Pentecostal-Charismatic spirituality…made a
significant and unique contribution to understanding the compassionate
dimension of benevolence beyond that explained by other variables” (p. 120).
Similarly, French’s (2019) work records several interviews where pentecostal
counselors describe the Holy Spirit awakening compassion in them that
went beyond their natural inclinations toward various clients.

Courage
Courage is spirituality expressed as confidence and hope (Land, 1993, p. 139); it
is “borne out of confidence in God” (p. 156). The confidence and hope held by
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pentecostal counselors is due to God’s Spirit as seen in specific situations and
contexts in Scripture, in history, and in the experience of Christian believers here
and abroad. As Decker (1997) stipulates “...it is unmistakable. The experiences of
the Divine by persons of the past as revealed to us by the Bible, and the testimony
of our brothers and sisters through the centuries enable us to discern and expect
experiences of the Divine in the present” (p. 79). This promise is for both
counselors and clients, as the Spirit poured out as divine enablement and
empowerment (discussed below) enables counselors to exhibit effective helping
skills and a sense of presence even in the most difficult of counseling situations.
Such courage and perseverance often results in hope for the troubled client.

Spirit Empowerment
This fourth element of pentecostal spirituality expands upon the understanding of
pentecostal spirituality as “marked by a radical openness to the ongoing work of
the Holy Spirit” (French, 2017, p. 265). In reflecting on how pentecostal
spirituality influences the pentecostal counselor’s clinical work, one must note it is
his or her relationship with the Spirit and a distinctive perception of reality—the
pneumatological imagination—together with personal dispositions formed and
shaped by the Spirit, that informs how the pentecostal goes about engaging in the
therapeutic process. Decker (1996) proposes that one way this empowering shows
up in counseling is as the enhancement of understanding and interpretation (p.
63). Furthermore, he suggests that the Spirit enhances one’s understanding and
interpretation through four epistic components of human sensation and
perception: knowledge, discernment, illumination, and revelation—all ways of
knowing involved in meaning-making activities guided by the Holy Spirit (Decker,
1996, pp. 62-67; Decker, 2002, p. 25). For instance, French (2019) found that
counselors who self-identify as pentecostals shared commensurate experiences of
the Spirit aiding in the process of counseling through “directive leading, divine
insight, and wisdom and knowledge that these clinicians (have) attributed to the
Holy Spirit and perceived to exceed or enhance their natural abilities” (p. 134).

Spirit-Directed Change
This fifth element of pentecostal spirituality points to the transformative nature of
pentecostal spirituality and may be defined as God, through the Holy Spirit,
encouraging the process of personal, and spiritual growth so as to actively
determine what needs to change, and to empower the ability to make the change
so that healing and restoration may take place.
While the empowerment of persons, identified above as Holy Spirit
empowerment, is directly related to the empowerment of persons for specific
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actions within the counseling endeavor, Spirit-directed change identifies the active
involvement of the Spirit throughout the counseling process working both within
the persons involved, as well as the situations and circumstances that involve the
counseling and change processes.
This change most commonly involves the abiding internal presence of the
Holy Spirit, effecting needed change in a person’s life. When viewed through the
lens of the grace of God, Spirit-directed change looks very much like the Type I
changes suggested by Miller and C’de Baca (2001). These are changes that are of
the “educational” variety in which change occurs a little at a time. Other times this
inner work of the Spirit may come by way of miraculous intervention. One can
think of these miraculous interventions as akin to the quantum change identified
by Miller and C’de Baca (2001) or Loder’s (1989) transforming moment. Parker
(1997) refers to this as “the Spirit’s work via (a) transrational means of knowing”
(p. 58).

Summary and Discussion
This article suggests that what distinguishes pentecostal counselors from other
Christian counselors within the broader Christian counseling community are the
pneumatological assumptions that the pentecostal clinician maintains, and the
spirituality that those assumptions promote. It further suggests that one’s
experience with the Holy Spirit and the ensuing personal dispositions that develop,
lead pentecostal counselors to embrace Godly love, gratitude, compassion, and
courage as central to the counseling endeavor. For the pentecostal counselor,
prayer, Scripture, and other narrative structures are central as well.
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